Research on social support has continued to be a dominant force in the gerontological literature during the past decade (see Antonucci, 1985a , for a review of this research). The bulk of this work, however, has focused primarily on the impact of social support on health and psychological well-being, while considerably less attention has been devoted to those factors that influence the utilization of social support networks in the first place (Antonucci, 1985a) . Stated simply, extensive research has not been devoted to social support as a dependent variable (Levine & Perkins, 1987; Dunkel-Schetter, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1987) .
Existing studies on the etiology of social support have been concerned mostly with the demographic correlates of supportive social relations. Here researchers have expressed particular interest in gender differences in the propensity to seek and receive assistance from others (see the entire Decem~This study was funded by Grant R23 AG/MH 04747 from the National Institute on Aging and a grant from the Hoog Foundation for Mental Health (Austin, Texas). 2To whom correspondence should be addressed at Health Gerontology Program, School of Public Health, the University of Michigan, 1420 Washington Heights, Ann Arbor, Michigan 48109-2029. ber 1987 issue of Sex Roles for a review of this research). These studies tend to suggest that elderly women maintain wider and more well-developed social networks than their male counterparts (see Antonucci, 1985b , for a review of this literature). Indeed, over the entire life course women appear involved in larger and more diverse networks than men (Campbell, 1980; Veroff, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981) .
Although this descriptive information provides a vitally important first step in developing the knowledge base, demographic variables such as gender fail to provide a sense of the dynamics involved in the social support process. Clearly, psychosocial factors must link gender with social support utilization, and it is imperative that these intervening mechanisms are identified and measured explicitly. Focusing on the benefits derived from encounters with others may provide a useful point of departure for understanding gender differences in the social support process. Although little is known about the specific benefits that women may derive from greater involvement with significant others, a careful examination of recent developments in the literature on stress and social support may provide some useful preliminary insights.
Stress and Social Support
There is now considerable evidence that exposure to life stress increases the use of social support networks (see Alloway & Bebbington, 1987 , for a discussion of this crisis-support hypothesis). In order to understand how social support may benefit individuals who are exposed to stress, it is important to first examine how stressful events affect individuals.
According to Caplan (1981) , stressful life events affect people primarily by eroding their sense of mastery or personal control. Pearlin and his associates capture the essence of this perspective when they note that stress "can confront people with dogged evidence of their own failure-or lack of success -and with inescapable proof of their inability to alter the unwanted circumstances in their lives" (Pearlin, Menaghan, Lieberman, & Mullan, 1981, p. 340) .
If stress affects individuals by diminishing their sense of personal control, then social support may help individuals cope with life crises by bolstering this important personal resource. Caplan (1981) provides a convincing theoretical rationale for linking social support with feelings of personal control. He argues that an effective support group helps replenish feelings of control by providing the stressed individual with concrete aid in dealing with his or her problem: significant others help evaluate the situation, formulate a plan of action, assist in the implementation of this plan, and provide feed-
